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January 28, 2009
Secretary Tom Vilsack
U.S. Department of Agriculture

1400 Independence Avenue, SW

Washington, DC  20250

Dear Secretary Vilsack:

Congratulations on your confirmation as Secretary of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  On behalf of the fresh fruit and vegetable industry and, more importantly, the 300 million Americans and worldwide consumers of our products, we commend you for your service and look forward to working together on common goals in the future.

As you stated eloquently in your confirmation hearings, our industry and our nation share the common goal to increase consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables in order to prevent the personal devastation and health-care cost of chronic disease in an aging population, and the soaring obesity rate robbing the health of our youth.  You will have a tremendous opportunity to make a real difference in the health of all Americans as you address fruit and vegetable production issues, distribution and handling in bringing our products to market, and of course the many nutrition and feeding programs within USDA’s purview.

We would like to briefly share with you our views on some of the greatest priorities at hand:

1. In recent years, the Congress and USDA have made great progress in advancing the availability of fruits and vegetables to meet national health needs.  First, we ask for your strong support as the Department implements the national expansion of the School Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Snack Program approved in the 2008 Farm Bill.  The successful roll-out of this program will require the personal commitment of USDA appointees and career professionals to assist states, localities, school boards, PTAs, parents and students in maximizing the value of this program.  The support for this program throughout the Congress is broad and bipartisan, and presents a perfect opportunity for the Administration to hold up a critically important grassroots success across the country.

2. Next, you have an equally important opportunity with the roll-out of the new WIC Food Packages, which for the first time include vouchers for fruits and vegetables.  In past pilot programs, WIC moms took greater advantage of fruit and vegetable coupons than any other foods, and their personal testimony was a critical factor in the Department deciding to add such vouchers to assist moms and their children in choosing a greater variety of fruits and vegetables.  Again, the Department’s efforts to assist WIC agencies across the states is critical to maximizing the value of this program to some 9 million moms.
3. On a different tack, our industry is pleased with the country of origin labeling rules that have gone into effect for produce.  The produce industry has for many years supported an effective and workable labeling program and, in fact, had already voluntarily labeled as much as 60 percent of fresh produce at retail before the law went into effect.  We believe the final rule issued by the Department properly balances the many considerations with respect to fresh produce, and respectfully ask that concerns regarding meat or other products do not re-open the fruit and vegetable provisions.  
4. We do very much appreciate one of your first actions to suspend the request to take money from the Specialty Crop Block Grant program for COOL enforcement, which we believe should rely upon appropriated funds for equity.  As you indicated, we should not be diverting important, albeit modest, funds for getting more fruits and vegetables to American consumers.  We will look forward to your continuing support for the Block Grant Program and other measures passed in the 2008 Farm Bill.
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5. We also recommend that the Department continue to maintain its Fruit and Vegetable Industry Advisory Committee, which has proved to be an important avenue for industry dialogue since first being organized in 2001.  Following the February meeting of this group, the committee will need to be reconstituted according to the Federal Advisory Committee Act, and we anticipate your support for this ongoing forum.  I had the pleasure of serving as a member of the first Advisory Council in 2001, and  our association will certainly be glad to recommend additional nominees for future service.

6. Finally, let me mention food safety, which is always at the top of our industry’s priorities.  The men and women who grow, pack, and market fresh produce are committed to providing consumers with safe and wholesome foods.  We are constantly working to enhance and improve our performance in growing crops in the field, carefully harvesting and handling them for distribution, packaging and processing commodities into convenient, ready-to-eat products, and maintaining the safest possible delivery chain all the way to the consumer’s table.  We are naturally working closely with the Food and Drug Administration on all aspects of produce safety regulation from farm to table.

At the same time, we look to USDA for the strongest possible support in working with growers and our entire supply chain to provide education on good agricultural and handling practices, assisting small resource farmers and produce distributors in complying with important food safety and traceability standards, and ensuring that food safety research is targeted directly to our industry’s most pressing scientific needs.  In the future, we believe the partnership between FDA and USDA will become even more important as we join in working toward these mutual goals.  
Mr. Secretary, as we join those welcoming you to Washington, DC, you should also know that the great state of Iowa is well represented in the fruit and vegetable industry.  While we cannot lay claim to quite the volume of producers as we have in some states, Iowa consumers of fruits and vegetables are well represented on our Board of Directors by the Capital City Fruit Company in Norwalk, and the Hy-Vee grocery chain.  And, of course, the fruit and vegetable industry has no stronger friend than the Chairman of the Senate Agriculture Committee.

I would be honored this year to introduce you to our industry personally.  Our largest annual gathering will be our 5,000-person annual meeting and convention April 21-23 in Las Vegas, and we will host more than 350 industry leaders in Washington on September 9-11.  It would be our honor for you to join us at one of these events in 2009.  Our members have always enjoyed getting to know each Secretary of Agriculture, and I have assured them that they have much to look forward to with your service.
Please call upon me personally, as well as the entire United Fresh Produce Association team, whenever we can be of service.

Sincerely,

Thomas E. Stenzel

President and CEO
Cc:
Tom Lovelace, Chairman of the Board


Robert Guenther, Senior Vice President, Public Policy


Marshall Matz, General Counsel
